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the introduction of large fish like the Nile Perch for export has degraded the 
environment and fishing economies along the shores of Lake Victoria in 
Africa. Poor women and children of the region suffer most, she explains. 
Elizabeth Sands Wise's Allelon Community Garden (p. 73) offers a ray of hope 
on the local level. She describes a congregation's first attempt at gardening 
to provide fresh vegetables and herbs for members, neighbors, and the poor 
in the community. "Working side-by-side in their church garden one hot 
summer, members formed a better community," she notes . "They discov-
ered that relationships cultivated over dirt and sweat, rather than donuts 
and coffee, were different because as individuals they were more vulnera-
ble, and together more productive." 
Burt Burleson's new hymn, "Chosen in Creation's Plan" (p. 43), reveals 
the theme of creation care throughout the sweep of Scripture's great narra-
tive. His worship service (p. 46) expands these motifs through prayers and 
scripture readings. 
Wes Smith admits "most congregations are more comfortable theorizing 
about earth-keeping in general than acting to keep their particular regions 
healthy," but warns this is a theological mistake, traceable to the spirit-mat-
ter dichotomy that is so difficult for us to shake. In Becoming More Mindful of 
Creation (p. 65), he guides us to Christian organizations like A Rocha and Au 
Sable Institute of Environmental Studies that help "congregations to be 
more involved in earth-keeping by reading theology, exploring the place 
where they live, educating themselves and others about environmental con-
cerns, and building communities of earth-keeping." 
Presian Burroughs's Reading Scripture Greenly (p. 84) reviews three recent 
works - Ellen Davis's Scripture, Culture, and Agriculture: An Agrarian Reading 
of the Bible, Richard Bauckham's The Bible and Ecology: Rediscovering the Com-
munity of Creation, and David G. Horrell, Cherryl Hunt, and Christopher 
Southgate's Greening Paul: Reading the Apostle Paul in a Time of Ecological Crisis 
- that can help us develop a biblically inspired ecological consciousness. 
In Christian Vision for Creation Care (p. 89), David McDuffie commends 
three books that articulate an environmental ethic that is theocentric, scien-
tifically informed, and biblically inspired - Steven Bouma-Prediger's For the 
Beauty of the Earth: A Christian Vision for Creation Care, Fred Van Dyke's 
Between Heaven and Earth: Christian Perspectives on En vironmental Protection, 
and Keeping God's Earth: The Global Environment in Biblical Perspective edited 
by Noah J. Toly and Daniel I. Block. McDuffie concludes, "The ethic that 
emerges goes beyond mere concern for natural environments to include a 
commitment to the theological perspective that life on earth is a gift from 
God and recognition that humanity can potentially playa vital role, through 
our relationship with God, in support of the continued divine sustenance 
of God's good creation." '~ 
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Valuing the Goodness 
of the Earth 
BY JAME SCHAEFER 
Though John Ghrysostom, Augustine, and Thomas 
Aquinas, when reflecting on the creation story, valued 
all types of creatures, living and non-living, intrinsically 
for their unique goodness and instrumentally for the 
sustenance they provide to others, they valued most 
highly their complex interrelation in the physical world. 
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For Chrysostom, anyone who found fault with these creatures or inquired in 
anY disparaging way about their purpose or use would be showing ingrati-
tude to God, their Creator. Advancing Augustine's and Chrysostom's thinking about the goodness 
of creatures, Thomas Aquinas depicted each creature as perfect in some way 
that God implanted in them, Each is endowed by God with an innate way of 
existing, and, if living, an innate way of acting, Each type of creature is 
unique, Each has a grade of goodness based on its innate characteristics-
plants with a greater goodness than the earth from which they grow and 
draW sustenance for flourishing, animals than plants because animals can 
act and perform many functions plants cannot, humans than animals due to 
the human capacity to think and make informed decisions ultimately orient-
ed toward eternal happiness with God, While each type of creature is valu-
able in itself, creatures are also valuable to one another for their sustenance 
and flourishing; they are altogether essential and therefore valuable to the 
world's functioning as intended by God, Their value to one another is 
through their usefulness - plants use the earth and other elements, animals 
use plants, and humans are intended to use both animals and plants for the 
necessities of life, not to satisfy superfluous wants,6 Advancing this" order of 
instrumentality" of the world to God, Aquinas analogized that all creatures 
are like God's instruments created to serve God's purposes,7 
Though theologians valued all types of creatures intrinsically for their 
unique goodness and valued them instrumentally for the sustenance they 
provide to others, they valued most highly the entirety of the physical 
world, They believed God wisely created the universe, generously endowed 
it with the capability of maintaining itself internally, and actively sustains 
that capability in existence, When reflecting on Genesis 1:31, in which God 
is depicted as having finished creating the world and declaring it "very 
good," Augustine described the ensemble of all creatures as a "wonderful 
order and beauty"8 and a "tranquility of order" that brings about "the peace 
of the universe,,, g Aquinas expounded systematically on the goodness of the 
universe that is brought about by the orderly functioning of its constituents 
in relation to one another, describing it glowingly as the greatest created 
good, the highest perfection of the created world, and its most beautiful 
attribute,lO The order of creatures to one another is the nearest thing to 
God's goodness, he insisted, because every particular good is ordered to the 
good of the wholeY That some things exist for the sake of others and also 
for the sake of the perfection of the universe is not contradictory, he taught, 
for some are needed by others to maintain the internal integrity of the uni-
verse and all things are needed to contribute to its perfectionY When all 
parts function in relation to one another in innately appropriate ways as 
~-----
intended by God, the universe is indeed perfect, reflects God's goodness, 
and manifests God's glory.13 
Closely aligned with theologians' understanding of the greater gOodness 
of the totality of God's creation is Aquinas's teaching that God created liv-
ing and non-living entities in relation to one another to achieve their com_ 
mon good - the internal sustainability of the world. To achieve the common 
good, he reasoned, God instilled in each creature a natural inclination 
toward the good of the whole so each is inclined according to its nature -in_ 
tellectually, sensitively, or naturally-to the common good of all. Their Com_ 
mon good is the internal sustainability of the world, according to Aquinas, 
while their ultimate good is God. 14 Because humans often act incorrectly by 
not directing their actions toward the common good of all, he continued, 
God cares providentially for individuals by offering them grace that can 
help them exercise their wills appropriately.ls God's grace cooperates with 
the individual by actively sustaining the human's innate capacity to make 
informed decisions and to choose to act accordingly. God's grace also oper-
ates on and cooperates with humans to develop moral virtues that will aid 
them in exerciSing their wills appropriately to achieve the common good in 
this life because they are motivated to achieve eternal life with GOd. 16 
EMBRACING GOO'S VALUATION OF THE EARTH 
In Confessions, Augustine counted the number of times in Genesis 1 that 
God is depicted as having created an entity, viewed it, and proclaimed it 
goodY God is the ultimate authority, Augustine insisted, and what God 
sees as wondrously good, humans should also see as wondrously good; 
they should move beyond their greed and value natural beings intrinSically 
for themselves and their place in the orderly scheme of creation. 
Chrysostom, when reflecting on Genesis 1, emphasized the authority of 
God's valuation and warned his flock against the" arrogant folly" of devia t-
ing from God's valuing of the physical world. He first told them to "shun ... 
like a lunatic" anyone who did not acquiesce to God's judgment about the 
world's goodness, and he subsequently instructed them to inform the igno-
rant about God's valuation in order to "check" the person's "unruly 
tongue."IB Characterizing the Earth as "mother and nurse" created by God 
to nourish humans, Chrysostom urged his listeners and readers to enjoy her 
as their "homeland" and to be grateful to God for her. 19 
Connecting the human difficulty in valUing the phYSical world to 
human limitations and self-centered tendencies, Augustine explained that 
humans are gifted with intellectual abilities, but their entrenchment in a 
part of the universe and their condition as mortal beings prevents them 
from comprehending the universe in its entirety. Only God has this compre-
hensive ability, he insisted. Nevertheless, humans should strive to overcome 
their narrow-mindedness and self-centeredness. They should not judge neg-
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V A LUI N G EAR T H I N Thomas Aquinas, and their contempo- . 
Augustine, John Chrysost~m,. d bout the goodness of Earth WIth 
raries can contribute to our thmkmg to ay a 
its many varied creatures and how they should be valued. Though these 
theologians wrote from pre-scientific understandings of the world as a stat-
ic, hierarchically-arranged cosmos with living and non-living beings created 
by God exactly as they can be observed, they adhered to the fundamental 
Christian belief that the world would not be if God did not will its existence 
sustain its existence, and have a purpose for its existence. ' 
Continuing this foundational belief and informing it with our current 
scientific understanding of the world, goodness can be attributed to the cos-
mological-biological process out of which Earth and all natural entities have 
emerged over a 13.8 billion year period. Goodness can also be attributed to 
their many diverse natures, relationships to one another, and interactions 
for their common good as communities, ecological systems, the biosphere of 
Earth, and the universe in its totality. The entirety of the dynamic world can 
be acknowledged as God's valuable possession, a manifestation of God's 
extravagant goodness, and a readily available subject for scientific discov-
ery. Faithful humans can be understood as beholders of the world's value 
and responders to that value out of a desire to share in God's valuation. 
When our thinking about the goodness of creation is inspired by these 
theological giants of the Christian tradition, we see significant implications 
for our behavior in response to the accelerated rate of species extinction, the 
degradation and destruction of ecosystems, and threats to the biosphere of 
Earth. All species and abiota - non-living factors like air regimes, land mass-
es, and waters-are valuable intrinSically as essential components of Earth, 
and they are also valuable instrumentally as needed by other components to 
sustain themselves within the web of existence. Ecosystems are valuable 
intrinSically as composites of intrinsically-instrumentally valuable biota and 
abiota functioning interdependently to sustain their shared existence, and 
they are also valuable instrumentally for their contributions to the sustain-
ability of the larger biosphere. The biosphere of Earth is valuable intrinsical-
ly. as th~ ~o~posite ~f all systems with biotic and abiotic constituents along 
WIth adJommg margmal areas that altogether constitute Earth, and the bio-
sphere is also valuable instrumentally as a home used by humans, other 
species, and ecosystems. The entirety of the physical world with its many 
diverse constituents is valuable to God, their purposeful creator and sus-
tainer in existence, who made possible the emergence of humans with the 
intellectual capacity to discover and value the physical world's goodness 
both intrinsically and instrumentally and to demonstrate their valuations 
when acting in all aspects of life. 
I~ one way of orienting ourselves to God is by valuing Earth intrinSically 
and mstrumentally, how should faith-filled people act toward other species, 
ecosystems, and the biosphere of Earth? Having emerged from and with 
other entities through the cosmological-biological process, the faithful who 
belie,:,e t~e physical world is good should value the evolu tionary process by 
functlOnmg constructively within it so it can continue to facilitate the emer-
ence of more good and valuable entities. The faithful will also value this 
g rocess as the conduit through which human and all other species are able 
fo obtain the necessities of life. Because there are functional, historical, and 
olutionary limits to the physical world, the faithful will strive to know eV . 
those limits, live within them, and make changes in their lifestyles co~patI-
ble with those limits. When functioning cooperatively with other speCles 
and abiota, the faithful will be cooperating with God's gratuitous empower-
ment of this dynamic process and, thereby, valuing what God values. 
With Augustine, John Chrysostom, and Aquinas, people who profess 
faith in God should value each species, the air, land, and u:ater i.ntrinsically a.nd 
demonstrate their valuation accordingly. All other speCIes WIll be valued m 
themselves as entities that have emerged over ti~e. and spa~e. Inte~r~l to 
discovering their value is the need to discern theIr. mteres.ts m survlvmg and 
their survival needs . Human interference with theIr meetmg these needs 
will be avoided in local to global arenas. Species' habitats will be prote~ted, 
and lists of threatened and endangered species will diminish. Efforts wlll be 
made to curtail pollutants and persistent toxicants from the air, water, and 
land to demonstrate the faithful's valuation of abiotic environment. 
The relations among species, air, land, and water should b~ discern~d and 
valued intrinsically and ins trumentally by people who beheve God IS t~e 
creator, sustainer, and ultimate valuer of the physical world. Land ~peCles 
use air, water, land, and other species to maintain themselves. M~nne spe-
cies rely upon water and select species to maintain themselves. ~lrborn spe-
cies rely upon the air, water, land, and individuals of other speCIes to 
maintain themselves . 
Humans rely upon individ-
uals of other species for 
food, air to breathe, water to 
drink, and land upon which 
to maintain themselves. 
Instead of thinking about 
other species, air, land, and 
water exclusively for their 
usefulness to humans, how-
ever, the faithful will recog-
nize and value the use that 
other species have for one 
As faithful disciples we can acknowledge the 
entirety of the dynamiC world as God 's valu-
able possession, a manifestation of God's 
extravagant goodness, and a readily avail-
able subject for scientific discovery. 
another, the air, the land, . 
and the water for their sustenance in the complex web of hfe. . 
Following Augustine, John Chrysostom, Aquinas, ~nd other emment 
theologians, people who profess faith in God should ~lscover and acknowl-
edge the contributions that species and abiota mak~ to t~e~r shared ecosystems. 
Actions that inhibit their contributions will be IdentifIed and ~revented. 
Proposed projects will be scrutinized to assure that each constituent can 
continue to contribute to the system. Species that are non-native to systems 
will not be introduced to them, and efforts will be expended to remove 
invasive species from an ecosystem into which they have been introduced. 
Furthermore, the overall functioning of these systems should be valued 
both intrinsically and instrumentally by the faithful. The complex interac-
tions of biota and abiota that establish and reconstruct ecosystems will be 
discerned and valued accordingly by people who restrain themselves indi-
vidually and collectively from disrupting a system's functioning and, there-
by, detering it from achieving its common good-its sustainability. The 
sustainability of ecological systems and the greater biosphere will serve as 
an organizing principle for decision-making. A vision of the future 
informed by the past and the present will be essential to making prudent 
decisions at all levels of governance. Needs will take precedence over 
wants, and superfluous use and abuse of other species and abiota will be 
proscribed. Because humans rely upon the land, air, waters, and species that 
constitute ecosystems for human health and well-being, the faithful will 
demonstrate gratitude to them for their use and gratitude to God for mak-
ing their use possible. With Aldo Leopold, the faithful will think about 
themselves as citizens of ecosystems rather than conquerors of them.26 
Finally, the faithful who embrace Aquinas's teachings about the com-
mon good should value the functioning of Earth as the best manifestation of 
God's abundant goodness in making our planet in this solar system possible 
and sustaining its dynamic existence. Other species, ecosystems, and the 
biosphere will be recognized as having sacramental qualities through which 
God's presence can be experienced and aspects of God's character that can 
be discerned: God's self-limiting power by endowing the universe with the 
innate ability to unfold in increasing diversity and complexity over expand-
ing space and extending time; God's freedom-giving to the universe to self-
organize without coercion or interference with its processes; God's 
generosity through the seemingly endless potentialities with which God has 
endowed matter to develop creatively; God's wisdom through the physical 
laws within which chance occurrences are operative; God's humility by 
allowing the universe to play itself out in surprising ways amidst consider-
able suffering, decay, waste, and death; and, God's patience throughout the 
billions of years in which the universe has expanded from an infinitesimal 
entity to billions of galaxies out of which at least one planet evolving 
around a medium-sized, middle-aged star has produced a magnificent array 
of ecosystems with their varied biota, including intelligent beings who have 
the ability to discern, reflect on, and respond to God's self-communication 
to value Earth intrinsically and instrumentally. 
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